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Food and Drink in the Classroom
－A Selection of Topics, Approaches, and Model Lessons, 
including Surveys of Contemporary Student Habits and 
Practices.－
James Francis
There is an old saying that “the way to a man’s heart is through his 
stomach,” and this may be good traditional advice not only for traditional 
courting and connubial bliss, but also for the teaching of language. It might 
even be argued, incidentally, that the need for food is the primary “reason” 
for language: that an infant’s request, or demand, for food is its first 
purposeful vocalization. 
“What is your favorite food?” is one of the first things many ESL 
students learn, and one of the most useful models for learning about other 
people, which is to say, for establishing meaningful communication. (Even 
though that particular question is slightly limiting. “What is your favorite 
food today?” might be better. Better yet, the more natural “What are you 
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hungry for?” and “What are you in the mood for?” or “What sounds good?”)
Whatever the question, there are few, if any, things that human beings 
mention and discuss more than food. This is apparent not just in the course 
of everyday conversation, but also throughout the various media: on 
television, where, in the United States, there is a dedicated “Food Network,” 
and on social networking sites, such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and 
Line, where the sharing of photographs of food (and trendy restaurants and 
cafes) is quite popular, most particularly but not exclusively with young 
people. (Recent “trending” foods here in Japan have included tapioca, 
pancakes, and waffles— sweet “tweets.” Fast food “flash mobs” are not 
unknown.) Even if we disregard spoken language, food is everywhere, so to 
speak— if we look down the streets of any city, much of the architecture is 
devoted to food; in the countryside there are fields and fields of crops. 
Much, if not most, of our activity, around the world, is centered squarely on 
food.
Eating is a basic human function, but it is much more, and food and 
food culture topics can be very useful for language classes, offering, as they 
do, a wide variety of linguistic and sociological, not to mention gustatory, 
items for exploration. For students of culture, (which is a large part of 
foreign language study,) knowledge of foodways is essential. (Food and food 
culture might even be considered to be more “basic” than language or 
religion. You are what you eat, culturally as well as physiologically.) It is 
certainly a basic element of cultural competence to “simply” be able to talk 
about food, talk about a meal, to get groceries from a market, or to go to a 
restaurant and order something.
The following is a series of topics and observations that I have used in 
teaching about “food,” more or less in the order presented in classes, with a 
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number of related digressions, and including some general survey materials 
concerning practices and attitudes relating to eating and cooking. 
VOCABULARY
To begin with, the etymology of a few common words may be edifying, 
and, in the classroom, discussing such key-words can be a good “warm-up” 
exercise. To wit, “to eat:” 
From Middle English eten, from Old English etan (“to eat”), from 
Proto-Germanic *etaną (“to eat”), from Proto-Indo-European *h1édti, from 
*h1ed- (“to eat”). 1 
We may note that, like some other “core” words, “eat” is little changed, 
as far back as we can trace, some seven thousand years. A small detail that 
may interest some students. The related “edible” is from the Latin, and the 
history of such borrowings is always worth covering with students. 
Perhaps second only to “eat” is “drink:”
From Middle English drynken, from Old English drincan (“to drink, 
swallow up, engulf”), from Proto-Germanic *drinkaną (“to drink”), of 
uncertain origin; possibly from Proto-Indo-European *dhrenǵ- (“to draw into 
one's mouth, sip, gulp”), nasalised variant of *dhreǵ- (“to draw, glide”). 
Cognate with West Frisian drinke (“to drink”), Low German drinken (“to 
drink”), Dutch drinken (“to drink”), German trinken (“to drink”), Danish 
and Norwegian Bokmål drikke (“to drink”), Norwegian Nynorsk drikka (“to 
drink”). ibid
We may compare “drink” to draw, (and note the useful terms “draft” and 
“draught” beer,) and even the connection to “drag.”
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Food:
From Middle English fode, foode, from Old English fōda (“food”), from 
Proto-Germanic *fōdô (“food”), from Proto-Indo-European *peh2- (“to guard, 
graze, feed”). Cognate with Scots fuid (“food”), Low German föde, vöde 
(“food”), West Frisian fiedsel (“food”), Dutch voedsel (“food”) Danish føde 
(“food”), Swedish föda (“food”), Icelandic fæða, fæði (“food”), Gothic𐌳 
(fōdeins, “food”), Latin pānis (“bread, food”), Latin pāscō (“feed, nourish”, 
verb). Related to fodder, foster. ibid
Meat:
From Middle English mete, from Old English mete (“meat, food”), from 
Proto-Germanic *matiz (“food”), from Proto-Indo-European *meh2d- (“to 
drip, ooze; grease, fat”). Cognate with West Frisian mete, Old Saxon meti, 
Old High German maz (“food”), Icelandic matr, Gothic (mats). ibid
Meal:
From Middle English mel, from Old English mǣl (“measure, time, 
occasion, set time, time for eating, meal”), from Proto-West Germanic *māl, 
from Proto-Germanic *mēlą, from Proto-Indo-European *meh1- (“to 
measure”). Cognate with West Frisian miel, Dutch maal (“meal, time, 
occurrence”), German Mal (“time”), Mahl (“meal”), Swedish mål (“meal”); 
and (from Indo-European) with Ancient Greek με′ τρον (métron, “measure”), 
Latin mensus, Russian мéра (méra, “measure”), Lithuanian mẽtas. Related 
to Old English mǣþ (“measure, degree, proportion”). ibid
It is interesting to note that “meal” originally carried the connotation of 
a set time— as much an event as a function. Not the food itself, but the time 
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of the occasion of the act of eating. 
Speaking simply of vocabulary, there is also a vast group of borrowed 
food words, overwhelmingly from the French, and there is no better 
illustration of the impact of the Norman Conquest and French language on 
the English language than in terms culinary: pork and pigs, cows and beef, 
slimy snails and succulent escargot. Students need to know the difference. 
In this context it is useful to mention squid and kalimari, deer and venison. 
Mutton and lamb and wild boar are also important vocabulary words, and 
possible menu items. (We might here digress with a short discussion of the 
danger of wild boar and what formidable beasts they are, or, say, the nine-
brained octopus.) 
Italian and Japanese have contributed many words to English food 
vocabulary, as well, and “spaghetti” and “sushi” will serve as examples, 
among many, many others. 
Students often find it interesting to know about some “special” food 
names. The ubiquitous ground beef “hamburger” is named after Hamburg, 
Germany. Another good example is the sausage sometimes called a “hot 
dog.” Also “frankfurter,” after the city of Frankfurt, Germany, or “wiener,” 
after Vienna. The adoption of the name “hot dog” is an example of a political 
or historical event changing a name: the name is from the United States 
during World War One, when many German names there were changed 
because of anti-German sentiment, and perhaps related xenophobia. A good 
illustration of early 20th-century history. (Sausage itself can be a good topic, 
and, sometimes students are shocked to learn that sausage casings are 
intestines.)
It is sometimes useful to touch upon the terms “breakfast, lunch, and 
─ 166─
dinner or supper,” and also the useful neologism “brunch.”
CAFE/RESTAURANT
A good exercise is to ask the students to imagine that they are going to 
a cafe— and one good role-playing exercise is “clerk and customer,” (or 
“barista,” if you like,) or “waiter and patron.” This is good for students to 
practice with each other. I have often introduced the whole topic of food and 
drink with exactly this exercise. “If we go to a cafe, what would you like?” 
Sometimes starting with the simplest question is good— “What do you 
want?” (And here we might emphasize a most polite answer— “I would like 
that, please.”) 
The “menu,” the options provided, may be more or less limited, based 
on both the student’s level and how much time the exercise will last. I 
generally start with drinks, coffee, tea, or juice, just to make it easy. But even 
with these, there are varieties and options. Green tea or jasmine, milk, 
cream, sugar, honey, or some other sweetener? (Honey production, not to 
mention the sugar industry, and coffee and tea plantations, can sometimes 
be good related topics. Where is the best coffee from? When will this year’s 
harvest of tea leaves begin? Have you ever tasted sugar fresh from the 
cane?) Small, medium, large or extra large, for here or to go? (And would 
you prefer to be seated inside, or outside on the patio? A good real-world 
touch. May we sit under that umbrella, near that heater? Please wait here for 
a moment.)
Cafe latte, cappuccino, and espresso, from Italy, and cafe au lait and the 
French press from France are perfect examples of word borrowing and 
cultural exchange, not to mention word relationships in the Romance 
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Languages. Students are often interested in going deeper into such cultural 
history. We might consider the botanical history, as well— where is coffee 
from? Yemen and Ethiopia; today mainly Brazil and Viet Nam.
“Soft drinks” are also popular, (and students tend to know a lot of brand 
names, which can make for decent conversation.) This may afford a good 
segue into a discussion of carbonation, carbon dioxide, pressure and 
bubbles and basic chemical symbols from the Periodic Table, if not pollution 
and climate change. (Every student should at the very least know CO2 and 
H2O, and should probably know about Mendeleev.) 
Food science and technology are just that, and related to other “hard” 
science topics. When discussing boiling water to make coffee, tea, or hard-
boiled eggs, the terminology of temperature, at least, must be understood, 
which leads to detailing freezing and boiling points and states of nature or 
states of matter. (Solid, liquid, and gas, but water has special names, “ice” 
and “steam.” Extra credit to students who identify fire as plasma.)
This is sometimes a good point at which to discuss fermentation, 
particularly for the production of alcohol: beer, wine, spirits et alia, and also 
for certain foodstuffs, like soy sauce, kimchee, and sauerkraut. “Drinking 
Culture” is sometimes interesting for students, and they will want to learn 
more about, for example, the special nomenclature for wine, what 
“Champagne” exactly means, or the difference between “whiskey” and 
“whisky,” or even the basic ingredients of different drinks. “Cocktail?” A 
kind of decoration, the tail feathers of a fowl. 
(Concerning alcohol, I am personally a bit “careful” when discussing it 
with, generally, teenagers. I do not want to “glamorize” it in any way, even as 
an “adult” behavior, nor do I wish to condemn it. We live in a drinking 
culture, and alcohol has its benefits, but it can also be a dangerous drug. So I 
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try to present it neutrally, as a cultural phenomenon. I have surveyed 
students on their interest in this topic, and by far the most interesting 
element to them is always wine. Perhaps wine seems “fashionable,” perhaps 
“cultured.”)
On the topic of “cultured” foods, sometimes cheese entails a good 
discussion— the many varieties, and their production. Students should 
certainly know a few different types— Cheddar and Swiss from England and 
Switzerland, Brie and Camembert and bleu— it’s mold— from France, and 
maybe Greek feta. We may want to talk about yogurt, as well.
After drinks and maybe cheese, it is useful to move onto other “cafe” 
foods, particularly cookies, cakes, pies, tarts, scones, and muffins— a great 
variety of sweets to talk about. Pastry, crust, whipped cream and chocolate 
chips.
Pancakes and waffles, fresh from the griddle or iron, are good with 
many things, and students will have good ideas for toppings. Butter and 
maple syrup are good standard choices, maybe with some vanilla ice cream, 
too. How much maple syrup does one maple tree produce? It produces a lot 
of “sap,” but that boils down to, roughly, anywhere from 500 ml to 2 liters of 
syrup. Quebec, in Canada, produces the most maple syrup in the world, and 
it smells very, very good when it is being cooked down in giant vats in the 
crisp air and golden light of the North American Northeastern autumn. 
Interesting details which students appreciate.
It is also good to discuss some varieties of bread— white “sandwich” 
bread, yes, but also baguettes (as French as a black beret) and bagels, likely 
from Poland, Ashkenazi Jewish food, boiled before being baked. We might 
try buttery, flaky croissants, crescent rolls, and more. “Wheat” and “rye” are 
important to know, and perhaps even “sourdough.” Fresh-baked. Lightly 
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toasted. “A baker’s dozen.” (There are also a world of idiomatic expressions 
related to food which I will not go into here, which are in themselves good 
lessons.)
Another good exercise is to list the ingredients of basic bread, with an 
emphasis on yeast, technically a fungus, a single-celled organism— another 
good food science lesson. What is flour? Ground wheat. How is it ground? 
(This same exercise is good for cookies or cakes.). It may be worth 
mentioning the basic grains, and perhaps the original grains of our 
agricultural civilizations, the “founder grains:” Emmer wheat, Einkorn 
wheat, Barley, Lentil, Pea, Chickpea, Bitter Vetch, and Flax, some of which 
the students will know. On a warm day, some may be wearing some linen 
clothing, which is also flax.
Here we might go on to mention that these “primary domesticates” 
were from Southwest Asia, while at about the same time rice was being 
domesticated in Southeast Asia, and corn in the Americas. We might, 
possibly, ask what people ate before this. Often a good point for starting a 
discussion.
After bread (and the Agricultural Revolution) it is useful to move on to 
pizza, which is a good chance to talk about kneading and dough (and the 
origin of the word “doughnut”) as well as the simple word “crust” and sauce. 
How is tomato sauce actually made? This is also a good exercise in naming 
and choosing different toppings. Pepperoni and black olives, sausage and 
mushrooms, peppers, (bell peppers or simply green peppers,) anchovies, 
pineapple…. “What have you.” “As you like.” Listing ingredients is useful for 
students, and choosing their own combinations is a good exercise. This is a 
simple exercise, but somehow empowering— everybody’s taste is different, 
and it’s good to be able to express that. It’s a confidence builder to say what 
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you want, and get it. There are many options, and the more students want to 
explore, the better. Pizza is also one of the top answers to the survey 
question “What is your favorite food?” Pizza and fried chicken account for 
nearly half, with sushi a being a close third. Udon and ramen follow. I will 
often narrow this question, then, to “What is your favorite foreign food? and 
“What is your favorite breakfast food?”)
Another popular and important food “group” is sandwiches. As with 
pizza, there are many choices of ingredients and endless combinations. Here 
we will want to detail options and also condiments: ketchup or catsup, 
mustard, mayonnaise, and perhaps relish. Lettuce? Tomatoes? Bacon, 
Cheddar cheese, avocado and jalapeños? What is a BLT, and why is a club 
sandwich called that? Such simple questions can be good opportunities for 
student research. 
A student recently asked me a very good question: is a hot dog a kind of 
sandwich? I don’t know that there is a definitive answer to that, but it’s a 
good leading question. My preliminary response, my early hypothesis, is 
that it is not technically a sandwich, but a kind of “roll.” My feeling is that a 
sandwich is a thing that is completely covered on the top and bottom, 
“sandwiched,” and a hot dog’s extreme exposure, not to mention its shape, 
puts it in a different category.
The subset of hamburgers and cheeseburgers (not to mention chicken 
burgers, fish burgers, and meatless burgers) is also good to review, and can 
lead to a discussion of barbecues and picnics, which are good exercise topics 
in themselves: if we have a barbecue, what do you want to grill? What is that 
black stuff? It’s charcoal, and how do we light it? When is it ready to cook 
over? (Useful things to know.) Don’t burn yourself! What else might we 
need? Where should we meet, and what should I bring? If it’s a warm day, 
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let’s not forget ice. Shall we have our barbecue party in the mountains, or at 
the seashore, or here on campus? Good options for the students to choose 
from. (Pleasant fantasies, perhaps. If a group is really interested in planning 
such activities, it’s great to think about schedules and transportation, costs, 
and other things to do.)
Another good food topic, particularly but not exclusively for younger 
students, is ice cream. Students can name different flavors, and choose how 
many scoops: single, double, or triple? Cup or cone, or in your hand? 
Whipped cream? Sprinkles? Syrup, nuts? All good, useful questions. There is 
also the critical distinction between “soft-serve” ice cream, technically “ice 
milk,” and the real thing.
Simply thinking about being in a cafe or restaurant (or in a doughnut 
shop or at a kebab stand) is useful, and another sometimes useful exercise is 
to make a menu, to, again, think about working at a restaurant or opening 
one. This also offers some “real-world” “business” lessons, fodder for the 
“Hospitality Industry.” These simple, basic exchanges translate into other 
situations quite easily.
There is also the option, to finish this type of exercise, of considering 
the bill— how much things might cost, and how that is expressed. “Tips” (in 
the United States) and “tabs” and “It’s on me.” Useful, everyday idiomatic 
expressions. “My treat!”
TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
Another area that must be explored is cooking and eating equipment— 
the tools and implements we use. Forks, knives, spoons, and chopsticks, 
and, of course, hands and fingers. Every English student should know the 
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word “hors d’oeuvres,” and how to spell it, and to use a napkin. There are 
spatulas and strainers and specialized tools and gadgets of all kinds. One 
particular favorite is the “tomato shark,” which neatly removes the tomato 
stem with a semicircular set of teeth that resemble movie poster sharks’ 
mouths— a good “prop” for teachers who are so inclined.
We might here mention not just pots and pans, Teflon cookie sheets and 
pizza stones, but also plates and bowls and other “servicewear.” From 
crystal stemware and bone china, to paper plates and plastic “sporks,” there 
is a nearly endless variety of items and also related topics for consideration. 
The “proper” arrangement of cutlery for formal dining may not be outside 
our purview. Some students are quite interested in such details. Linen 
tablecloths and napkins may warrant mention, as well as aprons and oven 
mitts. 
Different cooking and baking techniques, ways of preparing different 
dishes, are well worth talking about, and a great homework assignment or 
in-class writing assignment is to simply (or not so simply) write a recipe: 
ingredients and instructions. (As an informal survey, I have given this 
assignment or asked this question thousands of times, and the number one 
recipe, by a large margin, is for egg salad, with tuna salad a close second.)
It is important to know about “frying” and/or “grilling, unless that’s 
saute, and we also need to know what “deep frying” is. This often involves 
discussions of fried chicken, and what the Americans term “French fries” 
and the British “chips,” signifying some minor cultural divide.
Terms for degrees of cooking are also useful— raw or steamed 
vegetables, and steak: rare, medium, well done, or burned to a crisp.
Baking, roasting, and boiling should all be covered, and I sometimes 
introduce the whole topic of cooking and baking with the simple question 
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“How long do you boil an egg to make a hard-boiled egg?” (The results, from 
another long-term survey, are always surprisingly, and interestingly, varied, 
from 3 minutes— which generally means that the student didn’t understand 
the meaning of “hard” boiled— to my personal favorite, based not on time 
but boiling: one student fills a pot with 10 eggs and water, and boils them 
until the water is gone.)
If students know how to cook or bake, it’s great to get details about that. 
Home cooking and secret recipes. “Soul food.” The best situation is when 
students are exchanging information with each other.
“Instant” foods, particularly cup noodles are worth a mention, because 
they are so popular. (Cup noodles come in at number three is the “Recipe” 
survey.). Modern packaged foods might also be discussed in relation to 
canned foods and earlier preservation techniques— drying, salt, vinegar, 
and, today, hermetically sealed packaging, refrigerators and freezers.
There is some interest in this history, particularly as part of the 
commercialization of food, which is a good sociological discussion.
Cooking fires, wood-fired pizza ovens, natural gas and electric stove 
technology might be mentioned, as might the microwave oven, even though 
microwave ovens often destroy the flavor, texture, and even nutritional value 
of foods.
ET CETERA 
Another area that can be fruitful is the topic of special holiday foods, 
such as the Thanksgiving turkey, Christmas gingerbread men, and white 
chocolate rabbits for Easter, in the United States. Mashed potatoes and 
gravy, and baked candied yams with marshmallows baked on top. (The 
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American Thanksgiving tradition is a great introduction to history, as well.) 
We can include other seasonal foods, even including “festival” and “fair” 
food. Corn dogs and cotton candy are always interesting to students. We 
might mention, in passing, helium balloons. Students may enjoy trying to 
speak as if they had just sucked in the helium from balloon— a very good 
speaking exercise, perhaps in tandem with tongue twisters.
Another topic of use are traditional “spiritual” practices, the recitation of 
some formula of gratitude or blessing, “grace,” some formal pronouncement 
before partaking of sustenance. We might also consider the intimacy of the 
practice of eating together, that it suggests a form of trust.
It is also worth discussing the phenomenon of dining as entertainment, 
and restaurant culture and practices. In fact, I feel that some of these lessons 
could be even more effective if class could be held in a commercial 
kitchen— learn by doing. A “field trip” to a restaurant could be a good 
exercise, as well.
A topic that occasionally comes up is the negative environmental impact 
of food production, and also pollution and contamination of our food supply, 
by micro plastics and a pharmacopeia of nasty synthetic compounds, and 
these are good things to talk about, as well, if perhaps not as appetizing. 
This talking about food may lead, naturally or not, into a secondary, but 
related topic: “healthy” eating and nutrition. Students are often interested in 
the distinctions between “organic, vegetarian, and vegan.” Vitamins and 
minerals and fad diets are useful and fun to talk about. This is also not a bad 
transition to discussions of fitness and exercise, if one is so inclined, after all 
that food.
In any event, these have simply been a selection of approaches and 
topics and activities that have worked well, as will others. 
─ 175─Food and Drink in the Classroom
Concerning the informal surveys of the students’ cooking and eating 
habits I can say a few things, based on a ten-year sample: only about 20% of 
my first- and second- year university students cook at all, and, over time, 
they are cooking slightly less. They are fed by their parents, or eat carry-out 
food. They generally go to restaurants once or twice a week, cafes more 
often. They really like pizza and fried chicken. And they like to talk about 
food. They enjoy it and consider it useful, and that is the biggest point.
Regardless of the menu, food topics are an endless bounty for language 
learning, and perhaps the best ending to such a lesson is if a student says 
“That made me hungry.”
Footnotes 
1. Wiktionary, en.wiktionary.org
